of their ermine capes, and cords of pearls bandaging the drainpipes
of their old chickens' necks, seem to have been carefully preserved
for this occasion. This must surely be their first appearance since
posing for Toulouse-Lautrec. For days the assistants at the beauty
salons must have been massaging, enamelling and painting overtime,
the coiffeurs dyeing and tonging the heads.
The borderline of insanity is always elusive, but it seems
dangerously near to us at this moment.
Below, in the vestibule, a more certifiable madness can be seen.
An old lady, once an actress on Broadway, has got herself up in
ghastly glad rags, remains of some ancient theatrical wardrobe, yet
little worse than those in the assembly above. Nowadays she is not
quite sound in the head, and she remonstrates loudly with the
doorman who refuses her admittance. She has no ticket, no money,
so she cannot pass. She stays, gesticulating in a pantomime of protest,
in her yellowing ermine and cracked kid gloves, coal-black eyes
glaring from beneath her frizzed hair. "I'll report you to the mana-
ger. Do you know who you are talking to?" "Show me yer ticket,'*
he says. And then, "You're cracked."
She is still there, peering through the glass doors like a ruffled
bird, as the assembly returns, but the stragglers titter as she gathers
her frayed train and foots it to the sanctuary of her bed-sitting room.
The curtain has long gone up on the second act. The photo-
graphers' bulbs that were silver Christmas tree decorations have
turned to balls of cloudy glass, lying stacked in corners.
Lakme is sliding down vocal banisters, performing her Bell Song.
The conductor directs as much with facial gesture as with baton.
One player courteously waits for the E above high C before noisily
tipping the water out of his instrument.
During the performance people come and go like the audience at
some continuous film-show. Many who have paid prohibitive prices
for the privilege of hearing the opera are propped against the bar,
while on the stage Lakme is preparing to eat the poisoned lotus.
The snores of an old man and the asthmatic moth-flutters of the
cine-kodaks compete with the clicking of the Leicas of enthusiastic
"candid-cameramen", as Lakme fights a desperately losing battle.
The lights go up again and the gallery applauds the insignificant
figures who take their bow.
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